Sir Hans Sloane (1660–1735): his life and legacy by Hawkins, Stanley A
©  The Ulster Medical Society, 2010. www.ums.ac.uk



























He  married  Elizabeth  Langley,  heiress  of  a  wealthy  city 
alderman, and widow of a sugar planter in Jamaica.  They 
set  up  house  in  Great  Russell  Street.   The  family  home 
accommodated  his  burgeoning  collections  of  books, 
specimens and curiosities.  In 1685 he was elected a Fellow 
of the Royal Society, later becoming the honorary secretary 
and  president.    Following  his  death,  his  collections  were 
bought for the nation and formed the foundation of the British 
Museum.




















Cromwell’s  Irish  campaigns.    The  castle,  commanding 
a  strategic  position  overlooking  Strangford  Lough,  was 





the future King James.  “His mission was to watch and steer 
opinion in Ireland against the day when King James might 
have to exert himself to gain the throne of England”1.  He 
and another Scotsman, James Fullerton set up a Latin school 
Fig:  Statue of Sir Hans Sloane by John Michael Rysbach in the 
Chelsea Physic Garden©  The Ulster Medical Society, 2010.






























Alexander  Sloane,  Hans’  father,  was  the  receiver  general 
of taxes for County Down and agent for James Hamilton.   












































was  in  contact  with  the  botanist  John  Ray  (1627-1705).   
Ray was elected FRS in 1667 and was a former Fellow of 
Trinity College Cambridge.  His first major work, Methodus 







secretary of the Royal Society, Sloane “acquired a perfect 
knowledge of the preparations and uses of most chemical 
medicines”.3    In  those  days,  botany,  Sloane’s  favourite 
subject, was considered to be fundamental to the medical 












and  Magnol  (after  whom  magnolias  were  named).   They 
later encouraged him to continue his studies at Montpellier, 
where they had been educated, as had Ray and Boyle.  As 






the young man as follows: “of medium height, hair very short, 









his  final  illness  in  1703,  and  subsequently  performed  an ©  The Ulster Medical Society, 2010.


























London  recently,  Sloane  contemplated  adding  other  new 



























When  Sloane  returned  to  London  on  May  29th  1689, 
William of Orange was on the throne.  For nearly four years 












































active  practice.    It  contained  “tutty  (zinc  oxide),  Lapis 
Haematitis (ferric oxide) prepared pearl and aloes ground 
in a pestle and mortar with viper’s grease or fat to make a 
linament”.12  Zinc oxide is probably beneficial.  There are no 
modern studies on the medicinal properties of viper’s grease.13













of  London,  Philosophical  Transactions.    The  records  are ©  The Ulster Medical Society, 2010.





There  is  also  an  interesting  reference  to  beans  from  the 






































recorded as saying, “The Princess Anne, now Princess of 
Orange, fell ill with smallpox in such a dangerous way that 
I feared for her life. The late Queen Caroline, when Princess 
of Wales, to secure her other children, and for the common 
good, begged the lives of six condemned criminals, who had 
not had smallpox, in order to try the experiment of inoculation 
on  them”.18 The  practice  of  engrafting  with  smallpox  to 











was then sent to Hertford “where the disease in the natural 























































Kensington,  his  collections  of  dried  pressed  plants  were 
relocated and are still used as reference sources.  Many of 
his books are to be found in the special collections of the ©  The Ulster Medical Society, 2010.












1.  Brooks ESJ.  Sir Hans Sloane: The Great Collector and His Circle. 
London, England: Batchworth Press, 1954: p. 18
2.  Ray, J. Methodus plantarum nova. London, 1682.
3.  Brooks ESJ.  Sir Hans Sloane: The Great Collector and His Circle. 
London, England: Batchworth Press, 1954: p. 41
4.  De Beer GR. Sir Hans Sloane and the British Museum. London, England: 
Oxford University Press, 1953: p. 20
5.  MacGregor A. (Ed) Sir Hans Sloane: Collector, Scientist, Antiquary, 
Founding Father of the British Museum. London, England: British 
Museum Press, 1994: p. 12
6.  Dewhurst K.  Dr Thomas Sydenham (1624-1689): His Life and Writings. 
London: The Wellcome Historial Library; 1966.
7.  De Beer GR. Sir Hans Sloane and the British Museum. London, England. 
Oxford University Press, 1953: p. 43
8.  Ibid.: p. 57
9.  Thomson WWD.  Some aspects of the life and times of Sir Hans Sloane. 
Ulster Med J 1938;7(1):1-17.
10.  Sloane H. Catalogus Plantarum quae in Insula Jamaica spont proveniunt.   
London, England: D Brown; 1696.
11.  Sloane H.  A Voyage to the Islands Medera, Barbadoes, Nieves, S 
Christophers and Jamaica. London, England: Printed by B M for the 
author; 1707-1725.
12.  Sloane H. An Account of a Most Efficacious Medicine for soreness, 
Weakness, and Several Other Distempers of the Eyes. London, England: 
D Browne; 1745.
13.  Ravin JG. Sir Hans Sloane’s contributions to ocular therapy, scientific 











16.  MacGregor A. (Ed) Sir Hans Sloane: Collector, Scientist, Antiquary, 
Founding Father of the British Museum. London, England: British 
Museum Press, 1994: p. 19
17.  De Beer GR. Sir Hans Sloane and the British Museum. London, England. 
Oxford University Press, 1953: p. 56




20.  Huth  E.  Quantitative  evidence  for  judgements  on  the  efficacy  of 
inoculation for the prevention of smallpox: England and New England 
in the 1700’s. J R Soc Med 2006; 99(5): 262-266.
21.  Caygill M. Sloane’s will and the establishment of the British Museum. 
In: MacGregor A. (Ed) Sir Hans Sloane: Collector, Scientist, Antiquary, 
Founding Father of the British Museum. London, England: British 
Museum Press, 1994:  pp.45-68